APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR AUTOMATED PURCHASING 
OF GOODS OR SERVICES 



This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional 
Application No. 60/023,282 filed July 25, 1996. 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to a method and system for 
automatically facilitating a consumers procurement process from 
manufacturers or value-added resellers (VAR's, e.g., sellers) of 
various types of merchandise (goods) and services. In the present 
disclosure, the words "consumer," "buyer," and "customer" have been 
used synonymously. Also the words "seller," "dealer," and 
"provider" have been used synonymously. 

Background of the Invention 

Traditionally, the procurement of many goods (e.g., 
automobi les , computers , appl iances , etc . ) and services ( legal , 
financing, medical, insurance, etc.) has been a very labor 
intensive, time consuming, and costly process. For a consumer to 
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find the best value at the lowest price, meeting all additional 
relevant criteria of the desired goods and/or services (hereinafter 
goods) , the consumer had to personally contact many providers of 
the goods and then manually (or mentally) compare pictures of the 
goods versus the price and other criteria offered by each seller or 
provider. To compare prices and features of similar goods from 
different providers was a very difficult task for consumers. For 
example, definitions were not standardized, prices and other 
criteria may be fixed for only a short period of time. Providers 
were also reluctant to provide written prices and inventory often 
changes rapidly. The entire process may have taken weeks and 
possibly months, depending on the particular goods. In short, the 
cost of market information regarding goods was often too expensive 
to enable consumers to make fully informed decisions when buying 
goods. The burden of gathering information was simply too great 
for most consumers and as a result, consumers often made 
inefficient or incorrect purchasing decisions which did not truly 
reflect the true desires or requirements of the consumers for the 
goods. 

The process of procuring the goods has been simplified 
recently by the introduction of product locator services. For 
example, on the internet, several firms enable customers to receive 
product and pricing information from multiple sellers based on 
customer-defined information. The seller information is pre-loaded 
into a database by a specific service firm (or by the seller) and 
the consumer is granted access to the array of information. 



A drawback of the aforementioned procedure is that the 
information is static. That is, it does not vary dependent on 
different conditions. Another drawback to this system is that the 
information is often old and that sellers are not placed in a 
rigorous live price market competition for the business of the 
customer. Furthermore, sellers do not like placing information of 
their entire inventory (especially if prices are included) in the 
hands of the public because this could viewed by other sellers. 
This tends to lower the liquidity and efficiency of the market. 

Also it is known where firms forward the names of buyers to 
participating sellers in a region. These buying services usually 
have some prearranged discount for the consumers who use the 
service. These services merely refer individual customers to 
preselected sellers based on geographic location or other criteria. 

Summary of the Invention 

It is an object of the present invention to provide an 
automated new electronic information/procurement system and method 
for providing a buyer with a medium with which to spontaneously and 
simultaneously request product information (features, qualities, 
warranties, price, etc.) from multiple sellers of a product in a 
selected area . 

It is a further object of the present invention to provide a 
system that avoids indicating to sellers, in advance, when they 
will be requested to provide market and product information to the 



buyer. Thus, the sellers might not know in advance the specific 
goods for which they will be prompted for information. 

It is a further object of the present invention to provide a 
system which automatically selects a plurality of sellers, from 
which bids will be solicited, based on received criteria from the 
buyer and seller. 

It is a further object of the present invention to provide a 
completely automated system and method to obtain information for 
the goods, instead of a manual system for obtaining this 
information, to ease the burden on the buyer for obtaining goods. 

It is a further object of the present invention to provide a 
system which automatically ranks sellers and selects the ones with 
the highest ranking based on a plurality of criteria after quotes 
have been received from the sellers. 

It is a further object of the present invention to provide a 
system which outputs a report of the rankings of the sellers to the 
buyers with or without other information. 

The foregoing and additional objects of this invention are 
achieved by providing a method for purchasing goods or services 
from a seller by a buyer comprising the steps of (a) receiving a 
request from a buyer for goods or services with predetermined 
criteria related to the goods or services; (b) selecting at least 
one seller from a predetermined group of sellers of the goods or 
services based on the received predetermined criteria; (c) 
transmitting the request of the buyer to the selected at least one 
seller of the goods or services; (d) receiving, within a 



predetermined time interval, responses from the sellers to the 
request; (e) compiling information provided in the responses 
received from the sellers within the predetermined time interval; 
(f) ranking the sellers based upon the compiled information and 
selecting sellers with the relatively highest ranking; and (g) 
providing the compiled responses of the selected sellers for access 
by the buyer (h) enabling the consumer (buyer) to purchase the 
goods or services from the desired seller. 

Additionally, the foregoing and additional objects of the 
present invention are further achieved by providing a system for 
obtaining information for the purchasing of goods or services 
comprising input means for receiving a request for desired goods or 
services from a buyer, the request including predetermined criteria 
related to the goods or services; selection means for selecting at 
least two providers from a predetermined group of providers of the 
goods or services based on the predetermined criteria; transmission 
means for transmitting the request of the buyer to the selected 
providers; reception means for receiving, within a predetermined 
time interval, responses from the selected providers; computation 
means for compiling information provided in the response received 
within the predetermined time interval and for ranking the sellers 
based upon the compiled information, and for selecting sellers with 
the relatively highest ranking; and output means for providing the 
compiled responses of the selected sellers for access by the buyer. 

These and other objects of the present invention will become 
more readily apparent from the detailed description given 



hereinafter. However, it should be understood that the detailed 
description and specific examples, while indicating preferred 
embodiments of the invention, are given by way of illustration 
only, since various changes and modifications within the spirit and 
scope of the invention will become apparent to those skilled in the 
art from this detailed description. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

Fig. 1 illustrates the system structure which provides a 
"real-time" conduit for a buyer to contact sellers and for sellers 
to respond to a request from the buyer; 

Fig. 2 illustrates a flow chart of the overall method from 
receipt of a request from a buyer, to receipt of responses from a 
plurality of sellers, and finally to output compiled and ranked 
information to the buyer; 

Figs. 3-6 illustrate alternative methods for receipt of 
information from the buyer in step SI of Fig. 2; 

Fig. 7 illustrates the steps performed in step 32 of Fig. 2; 

Fig. 8 illustrates the steps performed in step S3 of Fig. 2; 

Fig. 9 illustrates details of steps performed in step S4 of 
Fig. 2; 

Fig. 10 is a representative screen of the system used by a 
buyer for submission of an initial request; 

Figs. 11 and 12 illustrate the process of selecting sellers to 
receive a request from the buyer; 



Fig. 13 is a representative screen of the system used by the 
seller for responding to a buyer request; 

Fig, 14 illustrates weighting of seller responses by the 
system when compiling and ranking seller responses; 

Fig. 15 illustrates an output provided with the ranking of 
sellers in response to a buyer request; and 

Fig. 16 is a representation of alternative structure for 
communicating with a central computer of the system. 

Detailed Description 

Fig. 1 illustrates the structure of the system by which the 
buyer can contact the seller. The system includes, for example, a 
computer 9 which receives information input by the buyer including 
a request for goods or services. The information is transferred 
via the internet 10 via line 1, to the Automotive Live Market 
Exchange System (ALMES) computer, which is the central computer 11 
of the system. The ALMES computer receives a request from the 
buyer and operates to select at least two sellers from a plurality 
of prestored sellers (prestored in a memory, not shown, for 
example) based on the buyers input request and other criteria 
related to the sellers, contained in a database stored in memory 
(not shown) . Thereafter, the central computer 11 forwards the 
buyer request, via the internet 10 (for example) , to the selected 
sellers. 

The terminals 12, 13, and 14 of, for example, three sellers 
are continuously monitoring the internet 10 for requests. The 



buyer request is then received by terminals of the selected sellers 
by via lines 4A, 4B, and 4C. While only three terminals have been 
shown, this is exemplary only. The terminals 12-14, or at least a 
subset thereof, then communicate via the internet 10 via lines 5A, 
5B, and 5C with the central computer 11, This communication 
includes the response of the seller, based on the request. This 
information is then received by the ALMES computer 11 via line 6. 

Once received, the ALMES computer 11 compiles and ranks the 
particular sellers based on the information of the responses and 
additional information contained within the database. The 
responses of the sellers that are selected by the central computer 
11 are then forwarded, via the internet via line 7, to the terminal 
of the buyer via line 8. The buyer can then review the ranking and 
determine which response (if any) to accept and then can use the 
system, for example, to order either directly from a seller or 
through the ALMES computer. 

Fig. 2 briefly outlines the steps of the process of receiving 
selected responses from the seller. In step SI, via the internet 
(or via another medium such as a facsimile or telephone, for 
example) , the buyer initiates a request for a quote (RFQ) which is 
then received by the ALMES computer in step S2 , where the RFQ is 
compiled. In step S3, the ALMES computer, based on a plurality of 
predetermined parameters, performs a seller selection process (SSP) 
to select at least one seller from a plurality of sellers based on, 
in part, the RFQ data. In step S4, a list of selected sellers is 
compiled by the ALMES computer based in part on the SSP. In step 
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S5, the ALMES computer transmits the RFQ to each of the listed 



facsimile, for example) . 

In step S6, when a terminal of a seller receives the RFQ, the 
seller evaluates the RFQ. Thereafter, the seller transmits a 
product information quote (PIQ) via the internet, for example (or 
facsimile for example) which is received by the ALMES computer in 



step S7 and entered into the ALMES database. 

In step S8, a selection process occurs by the central computer 
selecting, compiling and ranking the quoted goods (with a 
relatively highest ranking) based on the information in each PIQ 
provided by the sellers, and additional information stored in the 
ALMES computer. This is known as the PIQ selection process (PSP) . 
In step S9, the ALMES computer, from the PSP, produces a consumer 
quote report (CQR) for transmission to the terminal of the 
consumer. This report includes the compilation of the sellers 
products performed by the ALMES computer. Finally, in step SIO, 
the CQR is transmitted to the consumer via the internet or by 
facsimile, for example. The total time interval from step SI to 
SIO can be 90 minutes or less, for example. 

Fig. 3 illustrates some aspects of alternative media for 
transmitting an initial request (RFQ) to the ALMES central computer 



not limited to, the internet, a facsimile (Sib), or a telephone 
(Sic) • A personal computer can be used by the consumer to send 



sellers via the internet, (or alternatively via a pager, or by 



in step SI of Fig. 2. 
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such a request via any of the aforementioned media, if equipped 
with a modem or equivalent device. 

Fig, 4 illustrates the process followed by a consumer 
utilizing the internet, Sla of Fig* 3, In step Sla{l) the ALMES 
central computer downloads information from the ALMES web page, to 
the terminal of the consumer. The ALMES web page contains an RFQ 
option which can be selected in step Sla(2). In step Sla(3) , the 
consumer selects a product for the RFQ using his computer terminal. 
In step Sla (4), the desired attributes of the product representing 
the selected attributes or criteria of the consumer, are selected 
and entered. In step Sla(5), billing information is input by the 
consumer . 

In step Sla(6), the method of reach (e.g., telephone, 
facsimile, internet, etc.), for communicating with the system 
central computer, is specified by the consumer. In step Sla(7), 
the method of payment is specified and entered. In step Sla{8), 
the consumer submits, for transmission, to the ALMES central 
computer, the completed RFQ. If another RFQ is requested, this is 
done in step Sla(9) and steps Sla (2 ) -Sla (8) are repeated. If no 
other RFQ is required, an automatic billing is performed by the 
ALMES central computer and the consumer is billed automatically by 
the ALMES central computer in step Sla (10) . 

In Fig. 5, a process for communicating with the ALMES database 
central computer via facsimile is described, as illustrated broadly 
in step Sib of Fig. 3. in Fig. 5, the RFQ form, which can appear 
on the screen of the consumer computer terminal, is loaded with 



data necessary to complete the RFQ form as indicated in step 
Slb(l) • Alternatively, this RFQ form can be filled out by hand. 
In step Sib (2) , the form is transmitted to and received by the 
ALMES computer, either by a facsimile associated with the 
originating terminal or by a separate facsimile. In step Slb(3) , 
the received RFQ is entered into the ALMES computer. The entry of 
this information can be, for example, by keyboard, scanning, voice, 
or conventional structure available for entry of data. 

Finally, Fig. 6 represents the process used for initiating 
communication with the ALMES central computer via telephone. The 
telephone can be part of the originating consumer computer terminal 
or can be a separate telephone. A telephone is used in 
communicating with the ALMES central computer step Sc(l) by the 
consumer first telephoning the ALMES central computer. In step 
Sc(2), an operator at the ALMES central computer gathers 
information about the customer. In step Sc(3), the information is 
entered into the ALMES central computer. In step Sc(4), the RFQ 
data is gathered by an operator. In step Sc(5) , the RFQ data is 
entered into the ALMES central computer. In step Sc(6) , if there 
is another RFQ requested, steps in Sc(2) , Sc(3) , and Sc(4), are 
repeated to enter another RFQ. Thereafter, the ALMES central 
computer generates an invoice and the consumer is billed in step 
Sc(7), and the call is terminated in step Sc(8) . 

Fig. 7 illustrates how the RFQ is compiled in step S2 of Fig. 
2 at the ALMES central computer. The data is collected for the RFQ 
and is grouped into a database RFQ report table in step S2(a) . The 



central computer then generates a unique report of the central 
computer number for the RFQ report in step S2(b) . Thereafter, the 
time of the report is generated, for example, by the central 
computer and is stamped on the report in S2(c). 

Figure 1 illustrates one embodiment describing how sellers are 
selected and notified of the buyers request. The example shown in 
Fig. 1, illustrates seller computer terminals 12, 13, and 14. 
These computer terminals are each associated with a specific 
seller. An example of how the specific sellers are selected by the 
structure of the central computer 11 of Fig. 1 is illustrated in 
Figs. 8, 11, and 12. 

In Fig. 8 in step S3 (a), the product chosen by the consumer is 
compared to a prestored database list (stored in memory, not shown) 
of product sellers. In step S3(b), product sellers are selected 
from the database list that match the unique consumer criteria 
(e.g., a first group of a plurality of sellers who sell the desired 
product). In step S3(c), appropriate seller selection is made 
based upon the choice of the product sellers. In step S3(d), 
seller selection process (SSP) is run by comparing RFQ data to the 
seller data. In step S3(e), each seller selected by seller 
selection process is associated with the RFQ report in the ALMES 
computer. In step S3(f), the seller selection process is repeated 
until a designated number of sellers are selected by the central 
computer and then in step S3 (g) the list of product sellers (i.e., 
a subgroup of sellers in the first group) that are selected is 
stored in the database of the central computer 11. These selected 
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sellers are then sent a request for response based upon the 
consumer request. Examples of the seller selection process (SSP) 
are set forth in the description of Figs. 11 and 12 below. 

Fig. 9 illustrates the steps performed in the central computer 
11 compiling the list of sellers which will receive the RFQ as 
indicated in step S4(a) of Fig. 2. In Fig. 9, in step S4a, all 
sellers related to the RFQ (sellers that sell the product requested 
by the consumer, for example) are grouped in the database of the 
ALMES central computer. Thereafter, in step S4(b), each seller in 
the group list of sellers is queried for a preferred method of 
reach. That is, the sellers have the option of being communicated 
by electronic mail, facsimile pager, etc. 

Fig. 10 illustrates a computer display screen representing 
information that can be input to define the request of the buyer. 
The information on the screen is sent to the ALMES computer. The 
displayed screen information could be in the format of a form. In 
Fig. 10, various items of information can be entered as represented 
by different categories. The example of the screen in Fig. 10 is 
for an automobile. Other screens related to different products and 
services, with different key criteria, can be used. 

As illustrated in Fig. 10, the consumer identifies himself by 
name, address, and method of reach in category A. The type of 
automobile is entered in category B. If a used car is desired, 
information such as a maximum number of acceptable miles and a 
maximum acceptable age in years can be entered. The accessories 
requested are entered in category C, Other information, for 



example financing information in category D, potential aftermarket 
products in category E, trade-in information in category F and 
payment service (e.g. ALMES system service) , can also be entered by 
a user in his quote request. Some of the categories need not be 
completed, such as trade-in and financing (categories F and D) . 
This option will depend on the buyers requirements. Categories B 
to F can be used in the selection process of sellers as described 
in steps 83 and S3 of Fig. 2. 

Additionally, information such as the address of category A 
can be used to select sellers with a predetermined geographic 
region, for example. Information can additionally be entered by 
the buyer to assign a predetermined weight to specific criteria 
which is important to the buyer as will be explained with regard to 
Fig. 14. The aforementioned information criteria are 

representative examples only and, of course, the screen can vary 
depending on the item that is to be purchased. 

Figs. 11 and 12 illustrate examples that can be used by the 
ALMES central computer in selecting at least one seller for receipt 
of the product request of the buyer, based on predetermined 
(criteria) information received with the request of the buyer, and 
other criteria. For illustrative purposes. Fig. 11 represents a 
selection of dealers (from a prestored group of dealers) of new 
cars, while Fig. 12 represents a selection of dealers (from a 
prestored group of dealers) for used cars. 

In step S4a of Fig. 11, it is initially determined, based upon 
the geographic location of the customer, whether the dealer has 
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expressed an interest in advertising in a customer zone (geographic 
location of the customer) or if the dealer is located in the 
customer zone. If the answer is no, the dealer is excluded and 
therefore, will not be transmitted a request for response. In step 
S4b there is an inquiry made as to whether or not the dealer is 
current on bills due to the owner of the system. If the answer is 
no, the dealer is excluded. If the answer is yes, the procedure is 
followed to step S4c. Note that the exclusion of dealers refers to 
the exclusion of one dealer from the group of prestored dealers 
that sell the product desired by the customer. For each of the 
dealers in this group of prestored dealers that sell the product, 
the procedure of Fig. 11 (or Fig. 12) is repeated and is used to 
select a predetermined number of dealers (ten for example) , which 
will receive a request for response (request for quote) . 

In step S4c, an inquiry made as to whether or not a consumer 
satisfaction index (CSI) of the dealer is greater than a 
predetermined threshold, for example 3.5 out of a possible 4. 
Criteria for developing such a CSI can include customer 
satisfaction information received by past customers of the buying 
service. In this step, dealers who have a poor CSI are excluded by 
the central computer and if they have an acceptable CSI, the 
process proceeds to step S4d. 

In step S4d, there is an inquiry as to whether or not the 
dealer sells the vehicle and model of automobile specified by the 
consumer in the initial request. If not, the dealer is excluded. 
If so, then the process proceeds to step S4e wherein the central 



computer 11 ranks the dealer among other dealers based upon a 
predetermined amount of time waited (in minutes for example) since 
receiving a last request for quote. In step S4f, there is an 
inquiry if the dealer is in a top ten list. In other words, all 
"qualified" dealers are ranked in step S4e to ensure that each 
receives an equal amount of requests. If the dealer is not in the 
top ten list in step S4f, then the dealer is excluded. Once all 
dealers in the prestored group have been processed, then the quote 
request is sent to the selected predetermined number of dealers. 

Fig. 12 represents an example of the selection process for 
used vehicle dealers. In step S4hl, the ALMES central computer 
determines if the dealer is physically located in the geographic 
zone requested by the consumer. If not, the dealer is excluded by 
the central computer unless the dealer has requested to provide a 
quote in the selected zone in step S4h2. In step S4i, the central 
computer determines if the dealer is up-to-date on bills, and if 
not, the dealer is excluded. In step S4j, the central computer 
determines if the dealers consumers satisfaction index is greater 
than 3.5. If not, the dealer is excluded. The central computer 
determines in step S4k, if the dealer wants to be included in a 
sale of the vehicle model identified by the consumer. If not, the 
dealer is excluded. If so, the central computer determines in step 
S41, if the ranked dealers have the same corporate ID (in other 
words, are the ranked dealers owned by the same corporation) . If 
so, only the top three dealers of those including the same 
corporate ID are included in the top 10 list. In step S4m, the 



central computer determines which dealers are in the top ten list, 
selects these dealers, and transmits a quote request in step S4n to 
the computer of the selected dealers. Note that the aforementioned 
flow charts of Figs, 11-12 merely illustrate an exemplary aspect of 
the dealer selection process of the present application and should 
not be considered as limiting the selection process to the 
selection criteria specified therein. 

The computer of the dealer receives the request for a quote. 
The computer of the dealer can continuously monitor the internet 
for the requests for quotes from the central computer 11. After 
the quote is received, the dealer may submit a quote. 

A screen of the computer of a dealer is shown in Fig. 13. The 
information on the screen is sent to the dealer in formulating a 
quote on the computer of the dealer. For example, displayed on the 
screen is identification information, vehicle location, vehicle 
specification, accessories included, pricing information, financing 
information, and leasing information. This screen shown in Fig. 13 
is only an example and of course, additional or different 
categories of information can be added depending on the product 
being offered. 

Within a specific predetermined time period (which can be 
varied and can be, e.g., sixty minutes), by the central computer, 
the computer of the dealer must forward a quote to the central 
computer 11. If the computer does not receive a quote from the 
dealer within the predetermined time period, then any quote 
thereafter received will not be accepted. With regard to all 
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dealer quotes received by the central computer 11, within the 
predetermined time period, the quotes of the dealers are compiled 
and ranked by the central computer 11. The central computer 11 
will not accept quotes from dealers that are not received within 
the predetermined time period originally set in the quote request 
sent to the dealer • 

The screen shown in Fig. 13 lists specific categories of 
information related to an automobile (assuming that the dealers are 
to submit quotes related to an automobile) . The screen used will 
vary dependent on the product of services. The categories of 
information include identification of the dealer, along with 
specific "automobile" categories including vehicle location and 
specifications, accessories, pricing information, financing 
information, and leasing information. All items need not be 
completed. Based on all information supplied, a quote is processed 
by the central computer 11 for the buyer as will be explained 
further with regard to Fig. 14. 

Fig. 14 illustrates an example of how the quotes (received 
within the predetermined time interval) of the dealers are compiled 
and ranked by the central computer 11. As illustrated in the first 
and third columns of Fig. 14, there is an inquiry as to whether 
criteria, designated in the request by the buyer, has been matched 
by the quote of the dealer. This criteria is assigned a 
predetermined weight such that, for each element of information 
matched by the dealer quote, a predetermined weighted value is 
assigned. Then, each of the matched weighted values are added 
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together to produce a total value for the dealer quote. Total 
values for all dealer quotes received within the predetermined time 
interval are then compared and ranked, and the top ten, for 
example, are output in their ranked order, for access by the buyer 
(see Fig. 15) . 

In the second and fourth columns of Fig. 14, the compilation 
involves calculating and assigning the aforementioned weighted 
values to the matched items by the central computer. These can 
include, but are not limited to, model, series, style, price, 
(geographic) zone, etc. The most critical criteria are weighted 
the heaviest (i.e., model=80 points, series=40 points, style=30 
points, etc.). Note that criteria other than price are used in 
selecting and ranking dealer quotes. 

The box indicated by the heading "notes," further defines 
qualifications on matching as accomplished by the central computer. 
Note (1) refers to co-dependent criteria. For example, note (1) 
corresponds to vehicle series. Thus, only if the quote from the 
dealer matches the model and the series requested by the buyer, 
then a value of 40 is given to the dealer quote (since series LX, 
for example, is only important if it corresponds to the desired 
model) . If model was not a match, then no value for "series" is 
given to the quote, irrespective of whether or not "series" is a 
match. 

In note 2, if the price quoted is within the range request by 
the buyer or less than the requested range, then a weighting value 
of 15 is given to the quote. 
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with regard to the "other" criteria, a buyer may not only 
designate a particular important feature of a product, but the 
buyer can also assign the feature a weight. Thus, if the vehicle 
desired must be a convertible, for example, then the buyer can 
assign this feature a weight of 100, for example. Alteratively , 
all weights could be variable and assignable by a buyer. 

Finally, as shown by notes (5) and (6) , matches can further be 
qualified. For example, note (6) specifies that a match only 
occurs if it is a positive match. This refers to the fact that for 
"leather," for example, a match is only counted, and 4 points are 
awarded only if "leather" is selected and the dealer quoted vehicle 
has leather. To the contrary, if the buyer does not select 
"leather" as an option and the quoted vehicle also does not have 
leather, no match is determined and no points are awarded (this 
would be a negative match) . 

The weighting factors and values are only exemplary, as are 
the conditions noted in Fig. 14. After the weighting is completed, 
based on the quote information supplied by each of the dealers 
being compared to the request of the buyer, a ranking of the 
dealers that supplied quotes within the predetermined time interval 
is automatically performed at the ALMES central computer 11. 

After the dealers have been ranked by the central computer 11, 
this ranking is output and made available to the customer. For 
example, the rankings, in the form of a report, can be transmitted 
to the computer terminal of the consumer illustrated in step SlO of 
Fig. 2. The ranking list will preferably show the dealers in a 



sequence based on the ranking done by the central computer 11. 
Alternatively, the consumer can be notified that a quote report has 
been completed (via electronic mail, facsimile, etc.)/ the consumer 
can be sent a password, and the consumer can then access the quote 
web site, for example, the auto web site on the internet and 
retrieve his quote report using the password. 

Fig. 15 is one example of a generated quote report wherein 
dealers represented by terminals 12, 13, and 14, as illustrated in 
Fig. 1, have been ranked. Dealer 13 is ranked A, dealer 12 is 
ranked B, and dealer 14 is ranked C. This report and ranking is 
only illustrative as an aid in understanding the present invention. 

The report in Fig. 15 includes different categories of 
information, for example, vehicle information, warranty 
information, financing information, specifications, and additional 
dealer comments. The specification information relates to the 
quoted vehicle. Also, the quotes provided by the dealers are 
ranked on the report, wherein the quote of dealer 13 is the best 
match and is therefore labeled "A," dealer 14 is labeled "B," and 
dealer 15 is labeled "C." The designation of the dealer with the 
best quote (A) and the worst quote on the report (C) was previously 
explained regarding Fig. 14. 

Dealers 13, 14 and 15 are identified to the buyer by name and 
address. The information is obtained from the seller's report for 
example, as shown as a screen in Fig. 13. The ranking of the 
dealers (to determine which quotes appear on the report and the 



ranking within the report) , as represented on the report, is done 
as described above with reference to Fig. 14. 

After the consumer has received the quote report, the consumer 
can, if he chooses, select a quote. The quote can be accepted 
either through ALMES central computer 11 or directly from the 
dealer. 

Also, after a sale is made, sellers can be informed of 
comparative quotes submitted by other sellers. These preferably 
would not involve identification of any seller. 

Fig. 16 represents another example of structure that can be 
used to alternatively communicate with the central computer 11. 
For example, element 21 represents the computer terminal of the 
consumer. The consumer computer can be used to communicate with a 
telecommunications center 22. The terminal of the seller 23 can 
also be used to communicate with such telecommunications center 22. 
From the telecommunications center 22, the internet can be used to 
communicate with a dedicated server 24 via a dedicated line and 
from there to an application on the server 27 and thereafter to the 
ALMES database server 28. As an alternative, a facsimile apparatus 
can be used to communicate with the ALMES database server 28 via a 
fax server 25. Alternatively, a telephone apparatus can be used to 
communicate from the telecommunications center 22 to a call center 
agent 26, to call center 29, and then to the server 28. A wide 
area network 30 can also communicate with the server 28. 

The present invention has no pre-defined inventory of product 
(or service) information for the consumers to access and is not 
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limited to automotive products. Instead, the method and apparatus 
provides a real-time conduit for buyers to specify the exact 
product desired with specific criteria. The seller is also 
provided with a "real-time" system for transmitting information 
back to the buyers on the specific goods requested. The system 
receives a considerable amount of buyer information which is then 
provided to a seller, prior to participating in a response to the 
buyer (a quote based at least on the buyers information) . 
Thereafter, the system may or may not select the seller to provide 
information which will ultimately be made available to the 
individual buyer. 

After buyer information is input, the apparatus automatically 
selects sellers to contact by analyzing a multitude of seller and 
buyer information (criteria) . This information (criteria for 
seller selection from a group of prestored sellers) includes, but 
is not limited to, geographic data, proprietary customer 
satisfaction index (CSI) ratings, product availability, history of 
providing information, outstanding invoices, seller preferences, 
buyer preferences, etc. Depending on the product, a buyer may 
elect to search for the product information over a wide geographic 
area (e.g., the United States) or even a local geographic area 
(e.g., Baltimore, Maryland). Likewise, sellers can elect to submit 
data to buyers based on the buyers physical location. By matching 
sellers and buyers by geographic presence and other criteria 
automatically, the apparatus improves both the liquidity and 
efficiency of the market for the goods desired. The result is a 



more competitive market and thus a better shopping situation for 
buyers. Thus, with the system and method of the present invention, 
buyers and sellers can engage in a computerized, silent, and secret 
auction without any human intervention. 

Additionally, the computer system will automatically bill the 
report feature to the buyers credit/charge card. After automatic 
payment, the buyers have access to the system template of buying 
options. After selecting the desired product, the buyer may direct 
the system to access sellers of that good and place them in a live 
auction situation. Then, within a buyer defined time for example, 
a report will be automatically generated and made available and 
accessible to the buyer. This accessibility can be done by 
facsimile, electronic mail, web page, U.S. mail, etc. The buyer 
selects how he would prefer to receive the auction data. No human 
intervention is needed. 

Also, sellers may sign up to participate in auctions by 
filling out an application form on-line for subsequent storage in 
the central computer database. Then the seller will be eligible to 
receive buyer information and to submit quotes back to buyers 
through the present system. The computer system will automatically 
generate and send (via electronic mail, facsimile, or world wide 
web page) an invoice to participating sellers. Sellers can elect 
to pay both by conventional means (check or credit card) or by some 
form of internet cash. If sellers are current on their bills, they 
remain eligible to continue using the system. The entire loop for 



sellers and buyers can be accomplished without human intervention. 
Thus, it is completely automatic. 

Additionally, buyers and sellers can research market 
conditions using the database of the present invention. For 
individuals interested solely in market data, the present database 
will permit customized inquiries of both historical and real-time 
information. To judge the market price of goods an individual can 
request to "watch the market" from their personal computer or other 
device with internet access. Buyers or sellers merely enter a few 
parameters into the internet web page of the system and will then 
be granted access to a "ticker-tape" type of market information on 
specific goods for particular regions of the world. Here the 
individuals will not be receiving information customized to their 
specific needs and there is no contact with the sellers. 
Individuals would merely be watching others request and receive 
information in order to judge general market conditions. 
Information will be limited so to not undermine the use of the 
trading system as of the present invention. 

The buyers and sellers can directly contact each other after 
the market information has been conveyed to the buyers. The buyers 
can decide which one or more of the plurality of quoting sellers 
they wish to contact when the information is received from the 
present system. In other words, the dynamically generated report, 
which can be on the internet, may contain hyperlinks to the 
participating sellers. Buyers will be able to instantly 

communicate with the seller perhaps to purchase the product, to 



request more information, or to put a hold on the goods etc. This 
communication will be conducted through the present system* 

Also, third party advertising can precisely target messages to 
buyers receiving an auction report. These advertisements will be 
selected based on buyers and third party advertiser's parameters. 
Advertisers will be able to control precisely who receives their 
messages based on criteria they select; geographic location, 
product specification, demographic information, etc. Advertisers 
will be automatically billed for every report to the buyer. 

While an embodiment of the present invention relates to a 
method and apparatus for buying automotive equipment such as 
automobiles, trucks, etc., either used or new, the present 
invention can be used for purchasing of other goods and services. 
The present invention provides a system called an Automotive Live 
Market Exchange System (ALMES) to carry out the present embodiment. 

While the invention has been described and illustrated in 
connection with the embodiments, many variations and modifications 
as will be evident to those skilled in the art may be made therein 
without departing from the spirit of the invention and the 
invention as set forth in the appended claims is thus not to be 
limited to the precise details of construction set forth above as 
such variations and modifications are intended to be included 
within the scope of the appended claims. 
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